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SUMMARY

Although the word Epic has been applied to narrative in
general, it is inseparable in our minds from the idea of gran-
deur. An epic deals with events on a large scale 5 and that is
why most epics treat of war. But there are other epic subjects,
particularly religion. An individual as such is no proper subject
for the true epic; the interest must be collective: the fate of
a race, a nation, a faith. The individual himself is but a symbol
of the larger issue. According to this conception, the Odyssey
is a romance of adventure rather than a true epic; the epic spirit
is found in historical writing, and even in realistic fiction, when
more is at stake than the personal fate of the heroes.

Classical tradition, after the models of Homer and Vergil,
demanded the use of the supernatural. This was degraded into
a mere convention, which turned the Gods into literary de-
vices, or inspired the creation of lifeless allegorical figures^ but
the Supernatural, as the symbol of collective and spiritual
issues, can still be effective, if the poet has faith in the myths
he creates. Fairy lore, which is not seriously believed in, is not
truly epic.

The epic is one of the earliest and grandest forms in all
literatures. We refuse to accept the conventional distinction
between folk epic and art epic: the Iliad and the Song of Ro-
land are the products of conscious art. More real is the differ-
ence between origmd epics and imitative or derivative epics.
The latter may have high merits, like the Mneid. But the
imitation of imitations is likely to prove lifeless. Hence the
failure of the French neo-classical epic for three centuries
(Ronsard, Chapelain, Voltaire). Freed from artificial conven-
tions, the epic revived: Hugo wrote a great epic in the second
half of the nineteenth century, and Thomas Hardy in the
twentieth (The Dynasts}.

The aim of the epic is to present truth, even though truth be
amplified or reconstructed so as to be most effective 5 the aim
of the romance is to offer pleasing fictio^ so, while the essence